Evidence for executive dysfunction in autism.
A group of young people with autism (ranging in ability from high functioning to moderately learning disabled), and ability-matched control groups of (i) non-autistic individuals with moderate learning disabilities, and (ii) normally developing children, were presented with two tests of executive function: the Intra-dimensional/Extra-dimensional set-shifting task and the Tower of London planning task. These tests were graded in difficulty and included internal control measures. On each task, the autistic group was differentially impaired with respect to both control groups. Moreover, this impairment was specific to the stages of each task which placed greatest demands upon executive control. This evidence for executive dysfunction in autism is discussed in the context of Norman and Shallice's (Centre for Human Information Processing Technical Report 99, 1980) "Supervisory Attentional System" model of frontal function.